i3o        RANGE, LIMITS AND AFFILIATIONS
With the well-known love, of our race for self-depreciation critics have for
thirty years humbly adopted the perspective of Herr Meier-Graefe, and
recited it at second-hand. The pre-Raphaelites are not 'in the main stream
of European painting'. Out they go; they 'are not artists'. Whisder is no
great shakes. And into the dry watercourses and weedy ditches of that
'main stream* whose real name is the Rue de la Boetie, the form-and-
colour-blind, who look at pictures through their ears', have been con-
ducted. Steer is as insular as the French, as much a spring in the waste as
Manet or Degas. The wind blows where it lists and carries, in a single
picture of Constable, an unsealing of the eyes to Delacroix; so with Steer;
the food convenient filtered through, was absorbed and transmuted But
the Napoleonic blockade behind which Turner grew was a better nurse of
art than our unremitted exhibition traffic. 'Speed-cops' are badly wanted.
It is a good omen for the future of an artist that he should be little known
in his own day. It is only in the last few years that the fashionable press-
boycott of the Meier-Graefe period has been by sudden consent relaxed in
the case of Steer. He is unknown to the Luxembourg and other European
galleries, except the Uffizi, scantily known even in his birthplace, Liver-
pool. It is true that, as Sickert once said, the connoisseurs of good wine
contrive to find it, and they have not failed to lay down this vintage. At
the Tate Gallery, also, under Charles Aitken, a series of his paintings was
steadily built up and has been enlarged and even diluted.
That is the kind of thing which is going to survive from a period in
which the picture has been evacuated to death. We have been asked to
believe that salvation lies in thin abstraction, independence from subject,*
freedom from representation, arbitrary distortion, and persuade ourselves
that when an apple has plainly lost shape and equilibrium it triumphs as a
demonstration of three-dimensional space. Why three dimensions should
be a virtue in the non-representational world is left obscure.
We have seen the result of this pedantic 'slimming*. 'Bombinating in a
vacuum,5 the picture-chimera has lost even that which it set out to separate,
design, 'construction,' colour and its tone-values, and any preciousness of
quality in the paint These elements, for their richness, for their very exist-
ence, depend on vision excited by an attitude towards the subject of affec-
tion or irony, of a wrestling interest at least that will not let it go without a
blessing ^beauty, To such affection and absorption, so fatuously termed
literary1, to such discovery of beauty the painting of Steer belongs, and
therefore w31 not be emptied out with the slops of our time.